
Asset #41: Young person feels comfortable with and proud of his/

her identity, including but not limited to disabilities, ethnicity, 

faith/religion, family status, gender, language, and sexual 

orientation. 
 

THE IMPORTANCE OF POSITIVE CULTURAL IDENTITY 
 

Research shows that positive identity is linked with several positive outcomes, including self-

assurance, a sense of belonging, a positive view of personal future, and better adjustment in school. 

But, developing a sense of positive cultural identity—a critical element of personal identity—can be 

difficult for young people, especially if their identity lies in two or more cultures: their identity in the 

majority culture as well as in their own cultural group. 

 

The way that youth are treated in regard to their ethnicity, religion, disability, sexual orientation, or 

gender directly affects their ability to develop a positive personal identity. As adults, it’s critical that we 

model recognition, understanding, and celebrating all cultural identities, including the cultures to 

which we and/or our children do not belong.  Sharing and celebrating different cultural identities 

increases individuals’ self-esteem and promotes cultural competence among all young people. Every 

community can benefit from building greater esteem and understanding both within and among the 

many cultural groups in our region.  

 

The following discussion topics can help families talk with young people about their cultural identity: 

 

 What is our cultural background? 

 

 What are some things that you value because it’s valued by our culture? 

 

 What are some things about our culture that you would like other people to know? 

 

 Do you know anyone who’s from a different culture? In what ways are your cultures? Similar 

and different? Do your cultural differences make it difficult to be friends? How can you share 

your cultural differences in a positive, nonjudgmental way?  
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ACTIVITIES 
 

The activities below are a starting point to help build positive cultural identity in youth. 
 

FOR FAMILIES 
 

 Make sure that your children learn the story of where they come from—including both family 

history and the history of their heritage—from an early age. 

 Even very young children are aware of racial and cultural differences among people. Address 

the issues of stereotypes, myths, and cultural differences in a positive, age appropriate 

manner.  

 It’s normal for young people to explore different aspects of personal identity, including cultural 

identity. Children, whose parents promote a positive cultural identity, while allowing them the 

freedom to explore, tend to develop a healthy personal identity.  

 Some elements of a child’s identity—such as sexual orientation—might not be shared in 

common with the rest of the family. Parents should make special efforts to ensure that 

everyone feels understood, respected, valued, safe, and loved within the family. 

 

FOR ALL ADULTS 
 

 Serve as a mentor for youth from your culture. They will benefit from learning how to 

successfully maintain a positive cultural identity from someone outside their family.  

 Help your children maintain a positive attitude about school, and make sure they know that 

you will be their advocate to resolve any problems or challenges that they encounter. 

 Adults should be careful to strike a balance between celebrating the youth’s difference and 

including the youth as part of the group as a whole. Sometimes, focusing too much on a 

youth’s differences—no matter how good the intention—can further isolate youth from their 

peers.   

 

AT SCHOOL OR IN YOUTH PROGRAMS 
 

 Support home languages as much as possible. Children who are bilingual in their home 

language and English tend to maintain a positive connection with their families and cultural 

communities. 
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 All students need to be valued and appreciated for their unique characteristics regularly. Be 

aware of the cultural diversity in your classroom or program, and try to understand its 

dimensions. 

 Make a personal effort to learn about the culture of the youth in your classroom or program. 

For example, students from cultures where children are not expected to ask questions of 

adults may have difficulty letting you know when they don’t understand the lesson. Help 

students understand the culture of your class or program without devaluing their cultures of 

origin. 

 Young people can discover and share their cultural identity through lessons and projects that 

highlight their cultures and experiences while engaging them in active learning. For example, 

develop lessons and activities around the gifts that different cultures have given the world, 

and discuss how “cultural borrowing” allows everyone to thrive. 

 Sometimes even the most innocent activities can be exclusionary. For example, celebration of 

“Crazy Hair Day” may exclude youth whose religion requires that they cover their heads. Be 

sure that your planned programs and activities take everyone’s culture into account. 

 

This article was provided courtesy of Project Cornerstone.  

For more information, visit www.projectcornerstone.org. 
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